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World Philosophy Day
• An international event established by UNESCO in 
2002 
• Observed annually on the third Thursday of 
November, in order
– to honor philosophical reflection around the world
– to share thoughts, and to openly explore and discuss 
ideas and inspire public debate or discussion about 
social challenges 
• Objective: to make philosophy accessible and create 
opportunities for rational reflection, discussion and to 
foster independent and critical thought
What is philosophy?
• What role does philosophy have 
in the human adventure?
• Why do it?
• Where did it all start?
• Where is it going?
• Why are we here?
• What does it all mean?
Today I will propose (or enact) 
some answers to these questions
20th and 21st century analytic philosophy typically 
addresses three broad tasks
– conceptual clarification
– justification of basic belief
– the articulation of a synoptic world view
This is a continuation of a tradition of reflective 
rational engagement as a method of making 
sense of the world, and of our experience of the 
world, begun by Greek thinkers of antiquity
If I have seen further than others, it 
is by standing upon the shoulders of 
giants        
— Isaac Newton
The Ionian enlightenment
Greek Origins (pre-Socratics) – 6th Century BCE
• Thales (fl. 585 BC) water-world
• Anaximander (c612-c545 BC) apeiron
• Anaximenes (fl c545 BC) air?
• Heraclitus (fl. c500 BC) fire?
• Anaxagoras (500-428 BC) (sun is an incandescent rock) 
All developed cosmologies and theories of matter
Proto-scientists rather than philosophers? 
John Wheeler (1911-2008) remarked a propos of 
the search for a unified theory in physics
Some day a door will surely open 
and expose the glittering central 
mechanism of the world in its 
beauty and simplicity 
quoted in Misner, C.W., K.S. Thorne, et al. 
(eds) 1973. Gravitation. San Francisco: W. H. 
Freeman, p. 1197
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New worlds
• In his play Arcadia Tom Stoppard 
speaks of the “rare moments when 
the door is kicked open and a new 
world is revealed”
• The Ionian enlightenment was such a 
moment
• It heralded an epoch of immensely 
powerful critical reflection in antiquity
Eleatic Metaphysics
• An important advance in the sophistication of argument arose 
with the Eleatic philosophers — infinite regress argument, 
and arguments involving self-reference (paradoxes) were 
introduced
• Parmenides (c. 515-445 BC)
– change, plurality are contradictory
• Zeno (fl. c. 450 BC)
– paradoxes of motion (Achilles, dichotomy, arrow, stadium) 
General abstract arguments about identity, change and motion 
Golden age of classical antiquity
• Socrates (469-399 BC) ("how should one live")
– A closely examined life; a hero of direct engagement; an iconic 
public intellectual
• Plato (428-348 BC) (knowledge, reality ... ) 
– Pioneer academic; engaged with elite scholars (as well as the 
odd tyrant, with indifferent success)
• Aristotle (384-322 BC) (naturalistic view of knowledge) 
– Philosophy begins with wonder
– Ambitious and eclectic research program, embracing empirical 
as well as theoretical (logical, metaphysical) inquiry
• There you have, prefigured in ancient Athens, some 
inspirational models of philosophical engagement
Golden age of classical antiquity
The safest general characterization of the 
European philosophical tradition is that it 
consists of a series of footnotes to Plato
– A.N. Whitehead (1861-1947), Process and Reality
(1929), p. 63
Socrates wrote nothing. He was the public intellectual 
par excellence. 
The major works of Plato and Aristotle are surprisingly 
complete. They laid the foundations for much of the 
European tradition of philosophy which followed
Bernard Williams’ tribute to Plato
Plato … set philosophy on the path 
of claiming to address our deepest 
concerns by means of argument, 
orderly inquiry, and intellectual 
imagination
Bernard Williams (1929-2003). 'Plato', in Ray Monk 
and F. Raphael (eds). The Great Philosophers. 
London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2000, p. 42
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Bernard Williams on Plato (ctd)
It is pointless to ask who is world's greatest philosopher: 
for one thing, there are many different ways of doing 
philosophy. But we can say what the various qualities of 
great philosophers are: intellectual power and depth; a 
grasp of the sciences; a sense of the political, and human 
destructiveness as well as creativity; a broad range and a 
fertile imagination; an unwillingness to settle for the 
superficially reassuring; and, in an unusually lucky case, the 
gifts of a great writer. If we ask which philosopher has, more 
than any other, combined all these qualities—to that 
question there is certainly an answer, Plato.
Bernard Williams (1929-2003). 'Plato', in Ray Monk and F. Raphael (eds) 
The Great Philosophers. London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2000, p. 73
12
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• Following the golden age of classical antiquity philosophical 
inquiry entered a lean period — for a few millennia!
• The lamp of learning — imaginative, rigorous, deep, critical 
reflection — dimmed, but was never completely 
extinguished
• What happened? 
• Widespread credulity, fostered by powerful, ruthless and 
authoritarian religious institutions shut down (or severely 
restricted) critical inquiry
• This period has been called the “dark ages” — an age of 
faith in which belief was regimented in accordance with 
“revealed” truth rather than guided by reason
The Renaissance (a second enlightenment)
• Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) was 
influential in the intellectual revolution 
which led to the overthrow of scholasticism
• He was a humanist, believing that belief 
should be based not on religious dogma 
but rational inquiry (cf. Giovanni Pico)
• At the beginning of the 16th century, for a 
second time the door is kicked open, 
revealing a new world (or perhaps the old 
one which the Ionians had glimpsed 
several millennia before) 
Live as if you are to die tomorrow, 
study as if you are to live forever
— Erasmus 
A second golden age of philosophy (16C- )
• Galileo (1564-1642) 
• Hobbes (1588-1679) 
• Gassendi (1592-1655) 
• Descartes (1596-1650) 
• Locke (1632-1704) 
• Spinoza (1632-1677) 
• Newton (1642-1727) 
• Leibniz (1646-1716) 
• Berkeley (1685-1753) 
• Hume (1711-1776) 
• Kant (1724-1804) 
Modern (post-Kantian) philosophy
• The contest between British empiricism and continental 
rationalism (is reason or experience the touchstone of 
truth?) continues to this day
• Philosophy has continued to flourish through the 19th 
and 20th centuries throughout most of Europe 
• As we approach the present (post-Kantian) philosophy 
is more difficult (and more controversial) to track
significant 19th and 20th century philosophers
• Bentham (1748-1832) 
• Mill (1806-1873) 
• Russell (1872-1970) 
• Moore (1873-1958) 
• Wittgenstein (1889-1951) 
• Hegel (1770-1831) 
• Marx (1818-1883) 
• Nietzsche (1844-1900) 
• Frege (1848-1925) 
Who was the greatest 19th century German philosopher? 
There are five credible answers
• Hegel (1770-1831) 
• Marx (1818-1883) 
• Nietzsche (1844-1900) 
• Frege (1848-1925) 
• It depends what you mean by “the greatest”
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Why philosophise?
• Philosophy may not butter the parsnips
But it nourishes the mind
• Suppose all material needs were satisfied (enough 
goods and services to satisfy everyone's needs)
We would still need to examine what sort of society we 
wanted and what sort of lives we wanted to live
• Philosophy may not provide secure knowledge 
However it helps us to avoid significant error, and
– it frees the mind from prejudice
– reveals value in uncertainty
– promotes scepticism rather than dogmatism
– enriches, expands, liberates our world-view
• These are humanist and enlightenment values 
championed by Erasmus 
Analytic philosophy
• The analytic conception (or method) of philosophy 
(after Russell, Moore, Frege) involves:
• conceptual clarification (elimination of 
confusion; detection and elimination of non-
obvious nonsense)
• justification of basic belief (descriptive and 
normative; helps us to choose between views not 
empirically decidable)
• articulation of an integrated or synoptic world-
view (our place in the universe) 
• This is a development and refinement of the 
humanist project initiated by Erasmus (1466-1536) 
The opinions of some “heavies”
• The unexamined life is not worth living
— Socrates  (c.469-399 BC)
• Philosophy is an activity that uses reasoning and 
rigorous argument to promote human 
flourishing…
Empty is the argument of the philosopher which 
does not relieve any human suffering  
— Epicurus (c.341-270 BC)
• To analyze concepts which are given as confused  
— Immanuel Kant (1724-1804)
• The systematic abuse of a terminology specially 
invented for that purpose   
— Schopenhauer (1788-1860) — on Hegel's philosophy
Holistic ambition
• Philosophy is an attempt to express the infinity 
of the universe in terms of the limitations of 
language  
— Whitehead, in P. Schilpp (ed) The Philosophy of A.N. 
Whitehead, 1941, p.14
• Metaphysics is the attempt to see the world 
steadily and to see it whole
— A.N. Whitehead (1861-1947) 
• the attempt to conceive the world as a whole by 
means of thought 
— Russell, Mysticism and Logic (1914)
• See life steadily and see it whole … 
— Arthur J. Grant, Greece in the Age of Pericles, p. 300
Kant’s three questions 
Kant (1724-1804) identified three central 
concerns of critical inquiry (Critique of 
Pure Reason, 1787, A805=B833)
• What can I know? (science) 
• What ought I do? (ethics)       
• For what may I hope?    (religion)  
lots
zilch
?
Pessimism about securing knowledge
• Concerning the gods, I have no means of knowing whether 
they exist or not or of what sort they may be. Many things 
prevent knowledge including the obscurity of the subject 
and the brevity of human life
— Protagoras (c.490-420 BC), Diels-Kranz DK80b4
• The shortness of life, the frailty of reason and the dull 
routine of senseless activity do not allow us to gain much 
knowledge and what we do learn we all too soon forget
— Nicholas Copernicus (1473-1543)
• the ocean of insanity upon which the little barque of human 
reason insecurely floats
— Bertrand Russell (quoted in Monk, Vol 1, p. 587)
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• Philosopher and classical scholar Gwil Owen (1922-
1982) argued that distinctively philosophical inquiry 
began when thinkers first used forms of argument which 
employed the principles of infinite regress and reductio 
ad absurdum
• If that is right then it was in the 5th Century BC, in the 
course of wrestling with issues about the nature of time 
and change, that the Western tradition of systematic 
philosophical inquiry was first launched by thinkers like 
Heraclitus (fl. c.500 BC) and Parmenides (c.515-c.445 
BC)
An ancient metaphysical dispute
• Heraclitus — the world is a perpetual process of ceaseless 
change, flux and decay 
Reality is dynamic and ephemeral. 
(You cannot step into the same river twice)
• Parmenides — truth and reality are stable, timeless, 
eternal and unchanging
Change is an illusion
Parmenides' decisive influence on the development of 
Western thought is probably without parallel
— Milic Capek (1909-1997), The New Aspects of Time, 1991, p. 145
• Time ... is the moving shadow [image] of eternity
Plato (427-347 BC), Timaeus, 37d
I believe that Plato’s Parmenidean views about 
time and reality are mistaken — but I can’t argue 
that case here
• I’m a Cambridge alumnus sympathetic to the 
views of another Cambridge philosopher, 
C.D. Broad (1887-1971), who rejected Plato’s 
Parmenidean eternalism, and defended instead a 
Heraclitean ephemeralism, according to which the 
future is “literally nothing” — a position brilliantly 
and systematically defended by the great New 
Zealand philosopher Arthur Prior (1914-1969)
• Broad’s “anti-realist” view about the future (which I share) 
leads me to support a “radical contingency” outlook
• The future (“destiny”) isn’t a predetermined (or determinate) 
destination to which we travel; the future is a (complex, 
collective) creation, not a discovery
• My conception of individuals (including us) is one in which 
identity is fixed and determinate in past and present, but the 
more we project into the future, the more the discrete 
boundaries of individuals dissolve and “merge with the 
general” so that separate identity is lost (cf. C.S. Peirce, 
Collected Papers, 4.172)
• We are a part of a Whiteheadean “creative advance of 
nature” (a view also supported by Bergson)
Against determinism
• I also (and relatedly) reject determinism (metaphysical, 
physical, biological, social …)
• We can be determinists as long as we are spectators of 
the world, but it’s impossible to combine a belief in 
determinism with our experience as agents
• We can make sense of our experience only if we accept 
an agent-centred view of the world
Our choices create the future
• There are many possible futures (individual and collective), 
some wonderful, some diabolical — and it’s up to us to 
shape the future by our active creative choices
• My anti-realist conception of the future construes it not a 
predetermined (or determinate) destination towards which 
we travel — but rather as something which we make up as 
we go along
• Which of the (uncountably) many possible futures will be 
realised will be the result of our individual and collective 
choices and behaviours — especially the ones we make over 
the next few years or decades
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Creating the future
• This anti-realist metaphysical stance towards the future leads 
naturally to some “green” themes, which I will now address
• These environmental issues raise important ethical (and 
political, economic and scientific) questions which are (or 
should be) of vital concern to everyone
• A central conviction of anyone seriously concerned about the 
environment is that we should try to create a sustainable 
future
• It’s not too late to create a sustainable future — but the 
longer we delay the harder the task will become
• Environmental problems are not just technical, 
economic, and scientific 
They embody a constellation of value assumptions 
(ethical, political, cultural and social) 
• There is an intellectual division of labour with respect to 
environmental problems
• The role of philosophy (among other things) is to 
interrogate foundational value assumptions
Al Bartlett’s First Law of Sustainability
Population growth and/or growth in 
the rates of consumption of 
resources cannot be sustained
The greatest shortcoming of the 
human race is our inability to 
understand the exponential function
– Al Bartlett, Arithmetic, Population, Energy
Modern [industrial] agriculture is the use 
of land to convert petroleum into food
– Al Bartlett 
• Sustainability — Meeting the needs of the present 
generation without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs (Brundtland 1987) 
• Industrial agriculture has changed the rules by replacing 
reliance on direct solar energy with substantial inputs of 
fossil carbon 
• Industrial agriculture is not sustainable
• Fossil carbon (of course) is also solar energy — bottled 
sunshine — but unlike sunlight it is a resource which is 
finite and non-renewable
• So we will have to stop using it anyway. The sooner the 
better because our large-scale industrial geo-
engineering experiment is producing hazardous changes 
to atmospheric and ocean chemistry, and to the heat 
storage capacity of the complex climate system
Fossil fuels helped us to fight wars of a horror never
contemplated before, but they also reduced the need
for war. For the first time in human history—indeed for
the first time in biological history—there was a surplus
of available energy. We could survive without having
to fight someone for the resources we needed. Our
freedoms, our comforts, our prosperity are all the
products of fossil carbon, whose combustion creates
the gas carbon dioxide, which is primarily responsible
for global warming. Ours are the most fortunate
generations that have ever lived. Ours might also be
the most fortunate generations that ever will
We inhabit the brief historical interlude between
ecological constraint and ecological catastrophe.
George Monbiot, Heat, 2007, p. xxi
A resource privileged generation
We may if we fail to act prudently turn out to inhabit the 
brief historical interlude between ecological constraint 
and ecological catastrophe.
Generation of privilege
• We are a resource privileged generation
• For living in comfort you couldn’t have chosen more 
wisely your time to be alive. Two hundred years ago 
(or two hundred years hence) the society and the 
planet may have been (or may be) less hospitable
• Our needs for nutrition, safety, shelter, health care, 
education, and social support are all (for most of us) 
very well addressed 
• Former Australian Prime Minister 
Malcolm Fraser once famously said 
“life wasn’t meant to be easy”
• Well, for most of us it has been
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Apres nous la deluge?
• Future generations may not be so lucky. Fossil carbon 
carries substantial risks and costs —– its current rate of 
release at levels well above the planet’s carbon sink 
capacity is changing the heat storage capacity of the 
atmosphere, the acidity of the oceans, and risks 
destabilizing the mild interglacial climate that has 
prevailed for the last 10,000 years (and which made 
agriculture and human civilization possible)
• We live prosperously (well, many of us do) by treating 
the atmosphere as an open sewer
• Donald Brown (Penn State University) argues that 
corporate-sponsored disinformation about the 
consequences of treating the atmosphere as an open 
sewer may constitute a crime against humanity
Climate change is the biggest and 
potentially most dangerous challenge 
that humanity has ever faced 
Peter Doherty, UQ alumnus
and 1996 Nobel Laureate in 
Physiology and Medicine
In Hot Air, quoted on 7.30 Report 
ABC TV, 25 Sep 2007
The climate is an angry 
beast and  we are poking 
it with sticks
— Wallace ("Wally") Broecker
Newberry Professor in the Department 
of Earth and Environmental Sciences 
at Columbia University
An impoverished future?
[We are facing] change in the climatic conditions which 
have made human civilisation and the current human 
population possible, and, specifically, the degradation of 
the most wonderful and beautiful of the world’s 
ecosystems into desert and scrubby grassland. It is hard 
to overstate the irresponsibility of those who 
misrepresent the science in order to persuade people 
that no action needs to be taken.
— George Monbiot, The Guardian, 2 July 2010
The rebuke of “irresponsibility” from Monbiot is too polite 
and too mild
Don Brown’s “crime against humanity” fits better
M King Hubbert
Hubbert’s Peak 
Consumption of fossil fuels—a long-term perspective
Peak Oil is named “Hubbert’s Peak” after Shell geophysicist 
Dr M King Hubbert (1903-1989). In 1949 Hubbert predicted 
that the fossil fuel era would be of short duration. In 1956 
Hubbert accurately predicted that US domestic oil production 
would peak in 1970
Hubbert also predicted global production would peak around 
the year 2000, which it would have if the politically created oil 
shocks of the 1970s hadn’t delayed it for about 5-10 years
We are in a crisis in the evolution of human 
society. It's unique to both human and 
geologic history. It has never happened 
before and it can't possibly happen again. 
You can only use oil once. You can only 
use metals once. Soon all the oil is going to 
be burned and all the metals mined and 
scattered
-- M King Hubbert “What on earth can we doabout Hubbert’s Pimple?”
According to Hubbert this is not necessarily a catastrophe. 
(He was less a pessimist than a utopian.) We have the 
necessary technology. All we have to do is completely 
overhaul our culture and find an alternative to money
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Humanity already possesses the 
fundamental scientific, technical, 
and industrial know-how to solve 
the carbon and climate problems 
for the next half-century
Stephen Pacala and Robert Socolow
Science, August 13, 2004
Professors Socolow and Pacala
Photo: Princeton Bulletin
Professors Socolow and Pacala led the team of scientists that 
identified 15 existing technologies that could help solve the 
global warming problem. 
Major challenges for 21st century
• Climate change (fossil carbon emissions)
– Extreme weather events (storms, fires, droughts)
– Ocean acidification (blocks calcification)
– Sea level rise
• Water 
– fossil water depletion
– ice field depletion (Himalayas)
• Biodiversity
• Topsoil depletion
• Toxic waste disposal
• Social exploitation (social and global justice)
All these problems bear directly or indirectly on food 
production and raise issues about ethical eating
Photo: Greenpeace
Himalayas – meltwater for 2.4 billion
An estimated 70% of the ice will have 
disappeared by the end of the 21st century
Photo: NASA
Back to the present – inequalities
• The relative differences in wealth and standards of living 
between rich and poor nations differ by orders of 
magnitude
• about 25 000 people die of starvation each day (one 
person every 3.6 seconds)
• 1.3 billion people live in “extreme” poverty (< $1 a day) 
(70% in rural areas) and 3 billion live in “moderate” 
poverty (< $2 a day)
• 1.1 billion people lack access to potable water
• 2.6 billion people (40% of the world’s population) have 
no access to sanitation
46
Global wealth inequality
• The US has 6% of world population and consumes 40% of global 
resources
• 1% of the US population owns 40% of the nation's wealth
• The top quintile (20%) of the US population own 93% of the national 
wealth
• Bill Gates net worth in 1998 ($46 billion) was larger than the bottom 40% 
of American households
• The world's 358 billionaires have assets exceeding the combined annual 
incomes of countries with 45 percent of the world's people (UNICEF)
• Over a decade 100 million child deaths (starvation and illness) could be 
prevented for the annual price of two days of world military expenditure
• The world's sanitation and food requirements for the destitute could be 
met with an annual expenditure of $13 billion—about what the people of 
the United States and the European Union spend on perfume each year
– Source: Morris Berman, The Twilight of American Culture
47
Environmental degradation
• Environmental degradation in the developed world is 
largely the product of overconsumption and affluence
• Environmental degradation in the third world is largely 
a consequence of poverty
• Wealth redistribution is a requirement for both 
environmental sustainability and for global justice
• Reducing fossil fuel emissions in not an obstacle to 
prosperity; it’s the only way of ensuring that prosperity 
is sustained
48
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Early action  to reduce emissions is affordable and achievable
The  drivers  of  unsustainable  development
IPAT and ImPAcT
• “IPAT” is shorthand for a formula, first proposed in the 
1970s by Commoner, Ehrlich and Holdren, that has long 
been used in discussing environmental impacts of human 
action:
• Impact = Population × Affluence × Technology
• In the IPAT formula, the population sets the scale of the 
overall environmental impact, which is modified by changing 
patterns of affluence and technology.
– Ehrlich, Ehrlich and Holdren, Human Ecology (1973)
• Population
• Consumption per person
• Destructive technologies
Sustained by societal values 50
Tai, a 38-year-old Indian elephant, decorated by UK graffiti artist Banksy for an 
exhibition ‘Barely Legal’, Los Angeles, September 2006 
The “elephant in the room” is population
World population is increasing at 1.3% per year
If this were to continue the world population will reach a 
density of one person per square metre of the dry land 
surface of the earth in 780 years
The mass of people would equal the mass of the earth in 
2400 years
Zero Population Growth will happen 
The only question is: HOW?
Population: the dismal parson
• Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) famously 
proposed the existence of planetary limits in 
1798
• He was wrong when the population doubled 
from 750 million to 1.5 billion (1750-1890)
• He was wrong when the population doubled 
from 1.5 billion to 3 billion (1890-1960)  
• He was wrong when the population doubled 
from 3 billion to 6 billion (1960-2000)
• But will Malthus still be wrong 50 years from 
now? 53
Unlike plagues of the dark ages or contemporary diseases which we 
do not yet understand, the modern plague of overpopulation is 
soluble by means we have discovered and with resources we 
possess.  What is lacking is 
• insufficient knowledge of the solution, 
• a universal consciousness of the gravity of the problem and 
• the education of the billions who are its victims
Martin Luther King (1929-1968)
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Population and sustainability
• When we think about population increase we usually think about 
the developing world, because that's where most of the population 
will be added. However an American uses 70 times as much 
energy as a Bangladeshi. So at present we can call the United 
States the most populous nation on earth
• Changing the way we live has to be a fundamental part of dealing 
with our global situation, if only because it is impossible to imagine 
a world of 10 billion people consuming at the level of developed 
world affluence
• Cornell biologist David Pimentel believes that the Earth can 
support only 2 billion people sustainability at an affluent middle-
class standard of living
• Of course we need to consider how people are going to live —
their ecological footprint — which is determined by the technology 
they use and to the resources they consume
Kenneth Boulding’s Dismal Theorem
If the only ultimate check on the growth of population is misery, then 
the population will grow until it is miserable enough to stop its growth
Boulding’s Utterly Dismal Theorem
Any technical improvement can only relieve the misery for a while.  
For so long as misery is the only check on population, the 
improvement will enable population to grow, and will soon enable 
more people to live in misery than before.  The final result of 
improvements therefore is to increase the equilibrium population 
which is to increase the sum total of human misery.
Boulding's Moderately Cheerful Form of the Dismal Theorem
If something else, other than misery and starvation, can be found 
which will keep a prosperous population in check, the population 
does not have to grow until it is miserable and starves, and it can be 
stably prosperous. 
Births and deaths
• I’m passionately in favour of reducing infant death rates
• I’m also strongly in favour of reducing human birth rates
• Whatever good the Catholic Church does (it supports 
compassion and social justice, and I applaud them for that) has 
to be offset against the misery and injustice it inflicts on tens of 
millions of humans by its socially, ecologically and (I say) 
ethically indefensible ban on contraception
• The ban on contraception is an offence to the welfare and 
dignity of millions, and continues to impoverish human life on a 
massive scale. It is a doctrine based on biological ignorance (or 
denial) of facts of human sexuality — and it is a doctrine which 
the church finds awkward to reverse because it would involve 
giving up the absurd (and offensive) conceit of papal infallibility
• The ban on contraception may come to be viewed by future 
generations as a crime against humanity — and perhaps also a 
crime against the planet
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Tim Flannery’s “Golden Rule” of population
• We should retain some arable land for 
purposes other than agriculture (national 
parks and forests)
• We should retain some capacity to earn 
money from food exports
• Ecologically sustainable populations (e.g. 
hunter gatherers) respect a 'golden rule' of 
population (Future Eaters, p. 368):
• human population should not exceed 20-30 
per cent of the carrying capacity of the land
Human populations recover more slowly from disasters (such as 
droughts) than their food species: to respect the golden rule 
"Australians might decide upon an optimum, prudent, long-term 
population target of 6-12 million” (Future Eaters, p. 369)
Whatever our faults, we surely have enlightened Gaia's 
seniority by letting her see herself from space as a whole 
planet while she was still beautiful. Unfortunately, we are a 
species with schizoid tendencies, and like an old lady who 
has to share her house with a growing and destructive group 
of teenagers, Gaia may grow angry, and if they do not mend 
their ways she will evict them
James Lovelock, Revenge of Gaia (2005): 47
Gaia is afflicted with "polyanthroponaemia”
James Lovelock, Vanishing Face of Gaia 
(2009)
Human hegemony
• All life can be seen as a competition among species for 
the solar energy captured by green plants and stored in 
complex carbon molecules. 
• It’s a competition which the human species is clearly 
winning — though it may turn out to be a pyrrhic victory
• Sanderson et al. estimate up to 83% of the global 
terrestrial biosphere is under direct human influence, 
based on geographic proxies such as human population 
density, settlements, roads, and agriculture; 
another study, by Hannah et al., estimates that about 
36% of the Earth’s bioproductive surface is “entirely 
dominated by humans”
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Global_human_appropriation_of_net_primary_production_(HANPP)
A partial answer to Kant’s second question 
The central questions of critical inquiry
• What can I know? (science) 
• What should I do? (ethics)       
• For what may I hope?  (religion)  
Act so as to help to shape a sustainable future
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• In helping to shape a sustainable future we should
aim to live well and to live sustainably — to ensure 
that human civilization survives the next few 
decades and centuries  
This problem has many dimensions:  resources,  
economic, social, environmental, health, cultural, 
…
• We have a responsibility to act wisely and 
considerately and sustainably with regard to other 
nations, to other species and to to future (human 
and nonhuman) generations
• A sustainable future is steady-state, population and 
resource constrained, with low-emissions (carbon-
neutral) 
67
Epistemological privilege
• We are not only resource privileged, we are 
also an epistemologically privileged 
generation. We understand 
• why the stars shine
• a little of “the Pythagorean power by which 
number holds sway above the flux” 
(mathematical physics)
• the size and age of the universe
• The structure and processes of life 
and living systems at many levels 
of biological organisation
• Importantly, we understand DNA, 
the genetic code, “the secret of 
life”
Supersystems and
Subsystems
Theodore Roszack, Voices of the Earth, p 176
Significant progress on Kant’s first question
The central questions of critical inquiry
• What can I know? (science) 
• What should I do? (ethics)       
• For what may I hope?  (religion)  
When it comes to knowledge the sky isn’t the limit. (We can go 
much further than that.) We can peer back 13.7 billion years, 
or view the weird reality of quantum physics. The Ionians 
would be delighted by the way their project has progressed
Newton’s beach and the great ocean of truth
I do not know what I may appear to 
the world, but to myself I seem to 
have been only a boy playing on the 
seashore, and diverting myself in 
now and then finding a smoother 
pebble or prettier shell than ordinary, 
whilst the great ocean of truth lay all 
undiscovered before me
— Sir Isaac Newton 
Who are we? Why are we here? Why do we exist? 
1  Why does the universe exist?  
Why is there something rather than nothing?  
Is there some plan for the whole universe?
2  Why do humans in general exist?  
Do they exist for some purpose? If so, what is it?
3   Why do I exist?  Do I exist for some purpose?  
If so, how am I to find out what it is?  
If not, how can life have any significance or value?
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WHAT SORT OF CREATURES ARE WE? WHAT SORT 
OF WORLD DO WE OCCUPY?  WHY ARE WE HERE?
• ANSWER 1: “May we not conceive each of us living 
beings to be a puppet of the Gods, either their plaything 
only, or created with a purpose — which of the two we 
cannot certainly know” 
— Plato, Laws 644e 
• We are creations of the Gods, living in a world created 
by them, and we are here to serve their purposes 
NOTE: This answer assumes a metaphysical framework 
(map) of what sort of world we have. (A theocentric view 
which posits a sacred or enchanted universe) 
There is us, the world, the Gods, and much of what 
happens is to be explained in terms of the Gods' 
purposes, desires and choices
WHAT SORT OF CREATURES ARE WE? WHAT SORT 
OF WORLD DO WE OCCUPY?  WHY ARE WE HERE?
• ANSWER 2:  We are ephemeral metabolic products of 
complex chemistry taking place in the energy flux of an 
average star. We consist (mainly) of water and long-
chain carbon molecules. (Literally star dust; the debris of 
exploded stars.) We are here because of the differential 
survival rate of self-replicating molecules, which over a 
mind-boggling 3.8 billion years of Earth’s history have 
eventually produced self-conscious intelligence with the 
cognitive power to ask—and to answer—these questions 
NOTE:  This audacious answer assumes a very different 
metaphysical framework.  We are essentially material 
constituents of a material world, devoid of purpose or 
point (apart from the purposes which we create for 
ourselves)
The meaning of life …
• Life is a process which has emerged spontaneously over 
unimaginable billion year epochs. It has no objective 
meaning or divinely ordained purpose
• However this doesn't entail that life is not worthwhile 
• How (where) do we find subjective meaning?  
Making a meaningful life is a creative project in which we 
must all engage — and one in which philosophy can help
• Just because life as such has no meaning, it doesn't 
follow that each of our lives must lack meaning 
The solution to the problem of life is seen in 
the vanishing of the problem
Wittgenstein, Tractatus 6.521
The answer to Kant’s third question is “nothing” 
The central questions of critical inquiry
• What can I know? (science) 
• What should I do? (ethics)       
• For what may I hope? (religion)  
If it’s eternal bliss you’re after, I’m afraid you’ve 
come to the wrong reality
Eternal bliss in any case is a naïve and incoherent 
fantasy — we would quickly lapse into a state of 
boredom or “paradise fatigue”
All truth passes three stages
Second, it is violently opposed
Third, it is accepted as being 
self-evident
First, it is ridiculed
An important task of philosophy is to rationally engage with 
issues to ensure that truth achieves the third stage — and also 
to ensure that falsehoods are eliminated, and that rational 
scepticism (suspension of belief) is adopted in cases of doubt
People may be entitled to their own opinions
They are not entitled to their own facts
— Arthur Schoepenhauer (1788-1860)
What is scepticism?
• σκεpiτικός thoughtful; from 
skeptesthai to look, consider 
• … it is undesirable to believe a 
proposition when there is no 
ground whatever for supposing it 
true
— Russell, Sceptical Essays, I (1928)
— Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)
All that belongs to human under-
standing, in this deep ignorance and 
obscurity, is to be sceptical, or at 
least cautious, and not to admit of 
any hypothesis whatever, much less 
of any which is supported by no 
appearance of probability  
— David Hume (Philo) Dialogues, XI (1779)
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Human cognitive defects
Two significant (and troubling) failings to which we are 
constitutionally prone
1. Our limited capacity to grasp the implications of 
exponential growth
2. The singular vice of overinterpretation (a tendency to 
see more false positives rather than false negatives —
e.g. personification, belief in the paranormal, superstitions 
such as religious belief) which may be related to our 
hunger for narrative structure
3. A third possible cognitive defect is a widely held irrational 
inclination towards optimism — though this may be a 
special case of overinterpretation. (I’m not advocating 
pessimism so much as rational scepticism) 
• My philosophical concerns address metaphysics,  
environmental philosophy (and other branches of applied 
ethics), and the epistemology of paranormal belief. I am 
a "green" philosopher, concerned (and cautiously 
pessimistic) about our planetary prospects, an anti-
realist about the future, and deeply sceptical about so-
called paranormal phenomena and superstitions such as 
religious belief
• In general I'm sympathetic to the post-Enlightenment 
scientific world-view, which has provided us with an 
ever-deepening understanding of the world and its 
origins and destiny — a tale more breathtaking than the 
narrative inventions of the shamans and poets, 
marvelous and fascinating though their stories may be
Critical inquiry
• At bottom philosophy, as I conceive it, shares a common 
aim with art, science and religion — and indeed with 
inquiry quite generally
• For inquiry — when it is not concerned with immediate 
and practical needs — is concerned to locate us 
intelligibly and satisfyingly within the complex web of 
contingencies which constitute history 
and to refine and fortify the vision and the values that we 
need to shape our individual and collective destinies
To conclude …
• To conclude: I believe that philosophy does make 
progress — I’ve suggested some ways in which 
there has been significant progress addressing the 
three central questions of inquiry posed by Kant
• My claims of course are open to challenge. One 
can’t convince a philosophical opponent by 
presenting 'knock-down' arguments to show their 
theory (or belief set) is mistaken. At best you can 
show that accepting your premises entails 
accepting your conclusion. Often an opponent will 
think that there are better reasons for rejecting your 
conclusion than accepting your premise 
• Those are my principles
• And if you don’t like them, I’ve got other 
principles
— Groucho Marx
Fin
Thank you for your philosophical 
interest and attention
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